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President Vicente Fox's administration is coming under fire from some governors, agricultural
organizations, and environmental groups for agreeing to pay its water debt to the US at a time when
water supplies may be running short in Mexico because of seven years of drought. Representatives
for Fox and the administration of US President George W. Bush reached an agreement in late
March under which Mexico pledged to pay off its water debt to the US under the US-Mexico Water
Treaty signed in 1944. The agreement was first discussed during a meeting between Bush and Fox in
Guanajuato in mid-February (see SourceMex, 2001-02- 21).
Under the 1944 treaty, Mexico is required to release some 350,000 acre feet, or the equivalent of 433.2
billion liters of water from six tributaries to the Rio Grande each year. In exchange, Mexico is to
receive 1.5 million acre feet of water from the Colorado River each year. Mexico accumulated its debt
of 1.4 million acre feet of water to the US because of failure to release any water to the Rio Grande
since 1992.
Ernesto Ruffo Appel, the federal government's commissioner for US-Mexico border affairs, said the
water was withheld because of severe drought conditions in northern Mexico in recent years and
the growing demand for water along the Mexico-US border due to increased development. That
boom in development is tied in large part to the implementation of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA).
Under the agreement reached between the Fox and Bush administrations in March, Mexico agreed
to release as much as 600,000 acre-feet of water by July 31 for the one-year cycle that began Oct.
1. This is about 20% of Mexico's total water debt. Agricultural interests in South Texas and the
International Water and Boundary Commission are pressuring Mexico to deliver the water by the
end of July to ensure timely irrigation for farmers in the US state.
But there is no guarantee the Fox administration will comply because the agreement signed by Fox
and Bush stipulates that the water can be delivered as late as September. Ruffo said the decision
to pay even the 20% of Mexico's water debt was difficult for the Fox administration. "We cannot
cover the full amount because of the severe drought facing the northern regions of our country,"
said Ruffo. "Additionally, 27 border cities are running a real risk of a water shortage this year."

Critics point to forecasts of continuing drought
Some environmental and agricultural organizations and governors of states on the US-Mexico
border said the administration should have considered Mexico's needs before agreeing to comply
with its obligation to the US. There was some concern that the Fox administration would dip into the
scarce water supplies in the Venustiano Carranza reservoir in Coahuila in order to pay the debt to
the US.
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"Coahuila is not the one that must pay," said Gov. Enrique Martinez. "Coahuila is not the one that
owes the debt, but the federal government." Martinez is scheduled to meet with Tamaulipas Gov.
Tomas Ruvalcaba Yarrington and Nuevo Leon Gov. Fernando Canales Clariond to develop a joint
strategy to negotiate with the federal government on the water issue.
"The Comision Nacional de Agua (CNA) must set up some sort of mechanism to compensate
northeastern states if water supplies are taken from the area to pay the debt to the US," Ruvalcaba
told reporters.
Deputy Jesus Burgos Pinto, chair of the water resources committee (Comision de Recursos
Hidraulicos) in the Chamber of Deputies, said the decision to repay the debt to the US was ill-timed
because of forecasts for continued dry conditions in the north and northeast. "We are concerned that
area agricultural producers, who have already endured seven years of drought, will not be able to
plant or will suffer reduced yields this year," said Burgos Pinto.
Some farm groups in Tamaulipas state say the decision to divert water from Mexico for use by US
agricultural interests could cost farmers in Tamaulipas about 400 million pesos (US$43.6 million)
in lost income. Administration downplays concerns The Fox administration is downplaying the
concerns about water shortages raised by the governors and agricultural organizations.
CNA director Cristobal Jaimes Jacquez said reservoirs in northern and northeastern Mexico
currently have ten times as much water as the 30 million cubic meters consumed in the region
each month, which means supplies will not have to be rationed. Jaimes also said it would be
counterproductive to renegotiate the 1944 treaty because this would open the door for the US to
reduce the amount of water it supplies to Mexico from the Colorado River.
"Our northern neighbors could argue that they already give us more water than we send to them,"
said Jaimes. "It's better to leave things the way they are." Still, there is some controversy over recent
US policies regarding the Colorado River.
A directive issued by former US Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt increased the allocation of water
from the Colorado River to California. Mexico raised concerns that this policy would reduce the
amount and the quality of water available to Mexico (see SourceMex, 2001-01- 31).
Alfonso Cipres Villarreal, director of the Movimiento Ecologista Mexicano (MEM), said much of the
water sent by the US to Mexico from the Colorado River is already highly polluted and unusable.
Because of this, said Cipres, Mexico is not obligated to repay its water debt to the US. In addition,
said Cipres, the US has pumped more than 1.5 billion cubic meters of water from the Rio Grande,
thus depriving Mexico of needed water supplies. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are
based on the Interbank rate in effect on April 18, reported at 9.17 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources:
Associated Press, 03/19/01; The Dallas Morning News, 03/20/01; Notimex, 03/21/01; El Financiero,
03/22/01, 03/23/01; El Universal, 03/20/01, 03/21/01, 04/03/01, 04/04/01; Excelsior, 03/20/01, 03/21/01,
04/11/01; Novedades, 03/20/01, 03/26/01, 04/11/01; El Economista, 04/17/01)
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